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Dear Fred:

Tnank you very much for your letter of Septevmor 15,
1976. 1 appreciatr your tnougntfulness in taKin. tne ttioc-
to share with us your comments or our report *better
Controls Neeoed Over Biomedical Research Supportec Dy
the National Institutes of health.'

I am, however, somewhat concerned by your ouservatior.
that we seem to be recommencing sweeping changes in tne
operating procedures of N1i1's extrraural research prucram.
As you noted, NIH generally funds approved projects c'
grantees for 3 years. After the approval period expires,
applications for continued financial support are treatec
as new grant Applications and grantees must again comp-te
for fundin]. We are not recommending that NiIh aDanoor.
tne concept of the 3-year funding cycle and crange to
a systenm by which approved projects annually compete witt:
new proposals fot funding.

As noted in Chapter 2 of the report, we co question
whether an approved 3-year project should be funded annually
on a oasis tnat is virtually automatic especially when
many unfunded competing grant applications have significantly
greater specific merit, as eviderced oy tne priority scores
assigned by scientific autnorities, tnan some noncompeting
grants which continue to be funded. kurther, at tne
tnree institutes we reviewed, about 44 percent of the
noncompeting grants were not funded .gain after their
approval period expired because, when competing with
otner grant applicants, their priority scores indicated
tney were of lower scientific merit.
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In light of these facts, we believe that I;IH could
better assure that the grants being funded were tnose
witn tne greatest scientific merit, if a system were
oevelopea tO identify noncompeting grants having
significantly less scientific merit than approves
infunoed competing grant applications. Tnis system

- -- ~~-coul -uge ffafjT-Wiz~2e priority scores. Onc a system. is
developed to ioentify noncompeting grants with less
scientific merit, grant funding should not be automatically
discontinuec, because otner factors may make it desirable
to continue the funding. We believe, however, that the
advantages and disadvantages of continuing to fund such
noncompeting grants should be assessed before funds are
cenied to applications with greater scientific merit,

1I1H regulations already require that researchers
suo.¶it annual progress reports. NIH grant administrators,
wno nave scientific backgrounds, aie to provide overall
survvillance ana management of projects using (1) annual
progress reports, (2) publications resulting from research,
and (3) personal contact with the grantee. As noted in
tne report, tne process needs to be improvea. If NIH
arant administrators critically reviewed noncompetitive
multiyear research grants, those with poor progress and/or
relatively low scientific merit could be identified.
After such grants are identified, they should be further
assessea and a decision maae as to wnether to continue
funding. Grantees would not be required to submit new
applications each year for consideration by means of
the formal NIH review process.

in simple terms, all we are asking is that NIH grant
administrators review tne ongoing grants each year, as
already required by NIH regulations, identify those with
poor progress or low scientific merit, and make an assess-
ment as to whether funding should continue. As noted
above, tne universe of projects to oe assessed is ratner
small and should not impose a major workload on NIH or
disrupt the scientific community. Nevertheless, we con-
tinue to believe that the procedural changes will help
insure that science resources are used for projects with
the greatest scientific merit.
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Again, thanK you for your views. I hope this letter
helps clarify wnat we are trying to achieve tnrougtb our
report.

Sincerely yours,

…- - - - - -- - - - - ' B.-STAA--

Comptroller General
of the United States
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